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Abstract 
Regional language speakers are subject to negative social judgments. In this contribution, I provide an overview 
of research in the Netherlands with children who are regional language learners against the backdrop of this 
deficit perspective. Findings on the lexical and cognitive development of children from Fryslân, a northern 
Dutch province, and Limburg, a southern Dutch province, demonstrate that regional language acquisition is 
neither associated with language delays nor with any cognitive difficulties. Linguistic overlap between Frisian 
and Limburgish, on the one hand, and Dutch, on the other hand, results in ample opportunities to share linguistic 
resources, experiences, and knowledge. Especially unbalanced children benefit from this cross-linguistic 
overlap because they can make use of their stronger language to perform in the weaker language. Cross-
linguistic regularities between the regional and national language are helpful and support performance in the 
regional language. Results on cognitive effects suggest that regional language learners have some selective 
attention advantages. Although significant, the effects are small, the advantages do not last long, and they 
require sufficient exposure to and proficiency in the regional language. 
Keywords: Frisian, Limburgish, child language acquisition, vocabulary, selective attention 

1.  Introduction  
Students who speak certain linguistic varieties, such as regional languages, are both within and outside the 
classroom subject to social judgments and deficit thinking (Hyatt et al., 2022). This deficit perspective and 
attribution of failure and disability to speakers of regional varieties is, for example, reflected in the letter of 
a special needs teacher working at an elementary school in Limburg, a province in the south of the 
Netherlands, who writes: “I am confronted on a daily basis with children who have learned a dialect as their 
first language. […] Every day at school, we experience the consequences of this situation. The children’s 
vocabularies do not meet the requirements of the methods we use. As a result, they also have lower reading 
comprehension. As teachers we need to work really hard to help these children to ‘catch up’.” (translated 
from Cornips & Van den Heuij, 2015:12). Research confirms that elementary school teachers have lower 
expectations of students who speak a dialect than of students who speak Dutch, the national language, even 
though achievements suggest equal potential (Kroon & Vallen, 2004).  

The question that guides this contribution is whether scientific research on regional language learners 
in the Netherlands provides any evidence supporting a deficit perspective, and/or whether scientific 
research has resulted in observations and insights that can ‘debunk’ certain beliefs. I provide an overview 
of recent research with children growing up in the provinces of Fryslân and Limburg, and who are exposed 
to regional languages (Frisian, Limburgish dialect) in addition to Dutch. Section 2 contains a brief 
description of some relevant characteristics of Frisian and Limburgish. Section 3 is focused on children’s 
lexical development, while Section 4 is concerned with their cognitive development. In Section 5, venues 
for future research will be explored. 

2.  Frisian and Limburgish 

2.1  Frisian 
Frisian, an official language alongside Dutch in the northern Netherlands province of Fryslân, is taught in 
primary schools for a minimum of one hour per week and is often used as a medium of instruction. Frisian's 
recognition under Part III of the European Charter for Regional and Minority Languages (ECRML) since 
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1998 mandates Dutch government action to promote it in education, administration, and the media. In 2005, 
the Dutch government acknowledged Frisian as the sole national minority language, and in 2014, the "Wet 
Gebruik Friese Taal" (Law Use Frisian Language) established Frisian and Dutch as the official languages 
of Fryslân. Dutch and Frisian are seen as separate by speakers, though code-mixing occurs (Muysken 2000). 
Although more prevalent in rural areas (Breuker 2001), a recent survey revealed that 40% of the Frisians 
speak Frisian at home and 34% use Frisian in social media (Schmeets & Cornips, 2022). Frisians who use 
Frisian at home, also use it outside the home in formal (e.g., school, work, municipality, hospital) and more 
informal (e.g., shops, family, friends) contexts. The survey outcomes point to limited variation by 
demographic variables such as gender, age, or educational level.  

2.2  Limburgish 
Limburgish, spoken in the southern Netherlands province of Limburg, received recognition as minority 
dialects in 1997 under the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages (ECRML), which means 
that the language has formal recognition but is not eligible for financial support. Unlike Frisian, Limburgish 
is not taught in schools. Since 1997, the Province of Limburg has allocated funds to promote Limburgish, 
although most locals still refer to it as dialect. Code-mixing between Dutch and Limburgish is common in 
daily life (Giesbers, 1986). Limburgish is spoken both in rural and urban areas (except the southeast coal 
mining area). Forty-eight percent of the Limburgians speak Limburgish at home and about a quarter uses 
Limburgish in social media (Schmeets & Cornips, 2022). Both in use and distribution, there is overlap with 
Frisian: Limburgians who use Limburgish at home also use it in formal and informal contexts outside their 
homes, and there is limited variation by demographic variables such as gender, age, or educational level. 

3.  Lexical development 
After this short introduction of Frisian and Limburgish, I now turn to lexical development, which is one of 
the developmental domains that we investigated in our research with Frisian and Limburgish children 
(Blom & Bosma, 2016; Blom et al., 2019; Bosma et al., 2019; Francot et al., 2017). Children learn words 
through a process of linking phonological forms and meaning, building increasingly expanding mental 
networks that contain form-meaning associations, form-form associations and meaning-meaning 
associations (see Bosma et al., 2023, for a summary of relevant research). This associative leaning process 
is impacted by genetic and experiential factors (Dale et al., 2000; Samuelsson et al., 2005; Kidd et al., 
2018), comprising both experiences related to input quantity and quality (e.g., Anderson et al., 2021; Hoff, 
2020; Rowe & Snow, 2020). Multilingual children’s linguistic experiences are distributed over multiple 
languages (Oller & Eilers, 2002), which could lead to a situation in which the languages “stand in a 
competitive relation regarding available time for language learning” (Scheele et al., 2010, p. 120). In line 
with this assumption, research has found that multilingual children tend to have smaller vocabularies in one 
of their languages compared to their monolingual peers learning the same language (Bialystok et al., 2010; 
Umbel et al., 1992). However, when children’s total vocabulary (Core et al., 2013; Pearson et al., 1993) is 
considered, monolingual and multilingual children’s vocabulary sizes do not differ (see also Bylund et al., 
2023) for a recent meta-analysis on the assumed bilingual lexical deficit). 

Research on lexical development does not only point to the distributed characteristics of multilingual 
children’s lexicon (Oller et al., 2007) and competition for resources that support lexical development 
(Scheele et al., 2010), but also to compensating effects and sharing of resources. Various studies with 
bilingual German-English or Spanish-English children have, for example, demonstrated that children who 
have limited exposure to the target language benefit from cognates (Schelletter, 2002; Malabonga et al., 
2008; Kelley & Kohnert, 2012). Most probably, children use their more developed language to understand 
words in the less developed language and this strategy works particularly well for words that are highly 
similar in both languages, such as cognates. Taking a gradual approach to similarity, Goriot and colleagues 
(2021) confirmed that multilingual children share knowledge across their languages and that the degree of 
overlap is relevant. Administering the English Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT), which is a 
receptive vocabulary test that measures children’s understanding of words, to Dutch primary and secondary 
school children who followed an English educational program, they found that phonological similarity was 
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a significant predictor of vocabulary comprehension in both primary and secondary school children. The 
effect was stronger in the latter group, suggesting that older children benefit more from cross-linguistic 
similarity than younger children. 

Regional language varieties typically share many characteristics with the national language, and 
Frisian and Limburgish are no exception. It would, therefore, be expected that for learning vocabulary in 
the regional language children benefit substantially from knowledge of the national language, and the other 
way around. If this prediction is borne out by the data, this would speak against the assumption that teachers 
need to work hard to help children ‘catch up’ in the national language because they have learned a regional 
language. The reason is that these children can rely on their knowledge of the regional language for 
understanding and using words in the national language. 

3.1  Delays in the societal language? 
Is there evidence that learning a regional language hampers lexical development in the national language? 
In our previous research we addressed questions like these by analyzing children’s receptive vocabulary 
outcomes using the Dutch version of the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT; Schlichting, 2015). 
Specifically, Blom et al. (2019) compared the scores of children from Friesland and Limburg to those of 
monolingual Dutch children. The children that we selected for this comparison were six or seven years old 
at the time of testing, went to regular primary education, and had at least one parent who used the regional 
language at home. There were, on average, no significant differences between the Dutch vocabulary scores 
of the regional language learners (Frisian-Dutch, Limburgish-Dutch), on the one hand, and the monolingual 
Dutch group, on the other hand. Inspection of individual scores revealed that all 160 Frisian and Limburgish 
children who participated in the study scored in the normal range. That is, children’s scores ranged between 
88 and 133, and no child obtained a score below the threshold of 85 (i.e., below one standard deviation 
from 100, which is the normative mean). The six- and seven-year old Limburgish children whose data we 
analyzed in Blom et al. (2019) were selected from a larger sample that consisted of 128 children ranging in 
age between four and nine years. Including the full sample, Francot et al. (2017) found that the PPVT score 
was significantly higher than the standardized mean of 100.  

3.2  Effects of early regional language exposure on Dutch 
The findings in the previous section suggest that exposure to a regional language does not hamper children’s 
lexical development in the societal language. What the results do not reveal is whether variation between 
children in intensity and length of exposure to the regional language at an early age matter. Hypothetically, 
children who are from a young age onwards exposed to the regional language very frequently and for a 
long duration could be at a greater risk for having low vocabulary in Dutch than children with infrequent 
use of and exposure to the regional language unless they are able to fully exploit regional language 
experiences for learning vocabulary in the national language. 

Focusing on the Frisian context, Blom and Bosma (2016) investigated the issue of age of onset of 
first exposure to Dutch. An early age of onset is, in general, a success factor for becoming proficient in a 
new language (Hernandez & Li, 2007). Therefore, it may be expected that children with a longer duration 
of being solely exposed to Frisian and who have, consequently, a later onset of first exposure to Dutch are 
less skilled in Dutch than those with an earlier age of onset of first exposure to Dutch. Alternatively, we 
hypothesized that a later age of onset could also have a positive effect, as having more cognitive and 
conceptual resources available could enable children to expand their Dutch vocabularies relatively rapidly. 
For this study, we selected children who were exposed to Frisian from birth and whose age of onset to 
Dutch varied between ages zero and four years (n = 110). The children were five or six years old at the time 
of testing. Taking into account effects of length of exposure to Dutch as well as intensity of exposure to 
Dutch, we found that a later age of onset to Dutch (and a longer duration of exposure to Frisian) predicted 
higher PPVT scores and, thus, larger receptive Dutch vocabularies.  

To examine the effect of intensity of early exposure to the regional language, I returned for the 
purpose of the current article to our previous datasets (Blom et al., 2019; Francot et al, 2017) to perform 
some additional analyses not reported elsewhere. In addition to collecting information about prior Dutch 
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input (i.e., exposure before age four years, which is reported in Blom et al., 2019), we also collected 
information about prior input in the regional language, using the same measures based on the PaBiQ 
parental questionnaire (Tuller, 2015). In the Frisian sample, prior regional language input showed a 
significant weak, negative correlation with Dutch PPVT results suggesting that children with frequent early 
exposure to Frisian score somewhat lower on Dutch receptive vocabulary at age six or seven years (r(107) 
= -.20, p = .04). However, the relationship is weak and becomes non-significant when the effect of parental 
education is taken into account by calculating partial correlations that control for parental education (r(104) 
= -.19, p = .06). In the Limburgish sample, the correlation between prior regional language input and Dutch 
receptive vocabulary is weakly positive and not significant (r(52) = .22, p = .13); this is not altered when 
partial correlations are run that control for parental education (r(48) = .21, p = .15). The full Limburgish 
sample, which included children from a wider age range between 4 and 9 years (Francot et al., 2017) shows 
a very weakly positive and non-significant correlation (r(104) = .17, p = .10), showing that there is no 
robust connection between prior regional language input and Dutch receptive vocabulary. As a final step in 
the additional analyses, I selected the PPVT scores of those Frisian (n = 43) and Limburgish (n = 22) 
children who before age four years had 80% or more regional language exposure at home. These children 
had relatively high PPVT scores of respectively 106 and 109, on average, and no individual PPVT scores 
below 85, showing that for all children, their PPVT scores fell within one standard deviation from the 
normative mean of 100. 

To conclude, children can make use of their regional language experiences when learning the national 
language. Results from the Dutch context indicate that frequent exposure to a regional language at home 
before children start attending primary school at the age of four years does not present a risk for children’s 
lexical development in the national language at later ages. Moreover, there are no indications that children 
with an earlier age of onset to Dutch have larger Dutch receptive vocabularies. On the contrary, in Blom 
and Bosma (2016), we found that a later age of onset to Dutch, and a longer exposure to Frisian, was linked 
to higher Dutch vocabulary outcomes.  

3.3  Sharing of resources: Frisian 
It is expected that sharing of resources is bi-directional and that children will not only make use of regional 
language resources for learning the national language, but also use national language resources for learning 
vocabulary in the regional language. To test this hypothesis, Bosma and colleagues (2019) administered a 
Frisian receptive vocabulary test in order to assess children’s Frisian lexical knowledge. In this test, cognate 
status was manipulated in such a way that there were four types of test items: identical cognates (e.g., 
Frisian poes and Dutch poes ‘cat’), non-cognates (e.g., Frisian bern and Dutch kind ‘child’), and two in-
between categories consisting of non-identical cognates that share some but not all phonological character-
istics in Frisian and Dutch. These two in-between categories systematically differed in how many 
phonological characteristics they shared with Dutch (see below for some further explanation). The items in 
these four cognate status conditions had similar levels of difficulty. While for children with high exposure 
to Frisian it was not expected that cognate status would play a significant role, we expected that children 
with low exposure to Frisian would perform better with cognates because they could rely on their 
knowledge of Dutch. As expected, the high exposure group, which included children with 80–100% 
exposure to Frisian at home, showed no effect of cognate status. The results of the low exposure group, 
which included children with 0–50% to Frisian at home, showed a gradual effect of cognate status: their 
accuracy was highest in the identical cognate condition, lowest in the non-cognate condition, and accuracy 
in the two non-identical cognate conditions was in-between. 

The observation that children with low exposure to Frisian were better at understanding words that 
show a greater overlap with Dutch points to close links between lexical knowledge in Frisian and Dutch. 
The non-identical cognates are particularly interesting as they share some of their phonological features 
across the two languages but not all, and the differences are, in part, systematic and rule-governed. For 
example, the first non-identical cognate category (“Category 2”) in Bosma et al. (2019) consisted of 
cognates with a cross-linguistic phonological regularity of one, two or three phonemes, e.g., [u:] in Frisian 
corresponds with [œy] in Dutch, as in the word ‘safe’ which is [klu:s] in Frisian and [klœys] in Dutch. 
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Another example is the Frisian phoneme combination [ɔ:n] which corresponds with the Dutch phoneme 
combination [ɑnt], as in the word ‘hand’ which is [hɔ:n] in Frisian and [hɑnt] in Dutch. The second non-
identical cognate category (“Category 3”) comprised items that also showed cross-linguistic phonological 
regularities, but less systematic than those in Category 2. Children in the low exposure group were more 
accurate with Category 2 compared to Category 3 items, confirming the graduality of the cognate effect. 
Owing to the longitudinal design of the study, we could also look into developmental changes. Children in 
the low exposure group improved most on the non-identical cognates in Category 2, that is, the items with 
the clearest and most systematic cross-linguistic phonological regularities between Frisian and Dutch. 

3.4  Sharing of resources: Limburgish 
The Frisian data revealed that children make use of cross-linguistic regularities for their understanding of 
words in Frisian. A closer look at the Limburgish data suggested that cross-linguistic regularities are also 
employed by children to produce words in this regional variety (Blom et al., in prep). In the Limburgish 
study, children’s task was to name thirty pictures using their local Limburgish dialect (Francot et al., 2017). 
In this study, which included 128 children between ages four and nine years, one of our observations was 
that the children varied strongly in the words they used for each item. Moreover, several children used 
words that seem to combine features of Dutch and their local dialect. To determine whether cross-linguistic 
regularities played a role in children’s responses, we singled out the oldest age group which consisted of 
15 eight- and nine-year old children. At this age, discrimination ability between local dialect and societal 
language is stable (Kaiser & Kasberger, 2018), and children are better able to understand what is asked of 
them (i.e., name this picture in your local dialect). Moreover, older children may be more likely to make 
use of cross-linguistic phonological rules (Bosma et al., 2019).  

The relevant responses (i.e., those that matched the pictures) of these 15 children comprised 436 
responses: 262 were classified as Dutch (60.1%), 62 as target dialect (14.2%), and 112 could not be 
classified as either local dialect or Dutch (25.7%). Examination of the responses that were neither the 
targeted dialect form nor Dutch pointed to hybridization, i.e., forms in which dialect and Dutch elements 
are blended. Children used, for example, code-mixed forms and responded with words consisting of a stem 
associated with Dutch and a suffix associated with the dialect. An example is the Dutch word [vɪʃə] referring 
to a small fish which is realized as [vɪʃkə] with the diminutive suffix [kə] associated with the dialect. 
Children also responded with words consisting of a dialect stem and a Dutch suffix. An example is the 
Dutch word [vouχoɫcə] referring to a small bird which is realized as [vø:ɣɔɫcə] with the stem (but not the 
diminutive suffix) associated with the dialect. Interestingly, several children also appeared to transform 
Dutch words to Limburgish by applying cross-linguistic phonological rules, similar to those described in 
the Frisian study. In addition to the regional features characteristic of many dialects in Limburg such as the 
umlaut in diminutive formation, and pronunciation of Dutch [ɛi] and [œy] versus dialect [i:] and [ʏ], 
respectively, there were other local features that children used, such as pronunciation of [a:] in Dutch versus 
[oɑ] in dialect or [ɛ] in Dutch versus [æ] in dialect. Examples of such responses are [y:] and [loɑʁsə] for 
the words onion and boots, which in Dutch are [œy] and [la:rsə(n)], respectively, whereas the target dialect 
forms are [ʏn] and [ʃte:vələ]. These transformations were observed both in children with frequent (i.e., 80% 
of the time or more) exposure to Limburgish and infrequent exposure (i.e., 20% of the time or less), 
indicating that children with low exposure also develop sensitivity to the local dialect and that they can use 
this sensitivity productively and generate hybrid forms. Note that adults who are speakers of Limburgish 
did not recognize or perceive the hybrid, blended forms that the children produced as Limburgish, 
suggesting that these are not merged forms used by adult speakers of Limburgish. 

4.  Cognitive development 
During the last decades, many studies have reported results suggesting that speakers of multiple languages 
score higher on cognitive tasks than monolinguals do (Adesope et al., 2010; Ware et al., 2020). It is thought 
that such cognitive effects stem from the effort involved in managing and monitoring different languages 
on a daily basis. In fact, research has found that even in monolingual settings, all languages of multilingual 
speakers are, to some degree, active (Kroll et al., 2014), which implies that multilingual speakers always 
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need to control their languages when speaking. Depending on the demands and requirements of the specific 
interactive setting, several cognitive functions may be involved, such as goal maintenance, interference 
control, salient cue detection, selective response inhibition, task disengagement, task engagement, or 
opportunistic planning (Green & Abutalebi, 2013). Bialystok (2017) argues that attentional networks 
specifically are recruited for the purpose of selective attention and control of interference (i.e., executive 
attention), which are involved in focusing on the designated language in an interactive setting and 
suppressing interference of the non-designated language. Although multiple studies have found that 
multilinguals outperform monolinguals on executive attention, findings are also highly variable, and task- 
and age-dependent (Ware et al., 2020). Moreover, cognitive benefits have been found across the life span 
(Bialystok, 2017; Poarch & Krott, 2019), but seem most prominent in elderly participants, and least 
prominent in young adults (Antoniou, 2019; Hilchey & Klein, 2011). In the context of this contribution, 
the question is whether cognitive effects are more likely for certain language combinations, and if degree 
of overlap between the languages is a modulating factor, given that there is typically much overlap between 
national languages and regional languages. According to Bialystok (2017), this question is still largely 
unresolved. Below, I will discuss some findings from our work on regional language learners in the 
Netherlands that shed some light on this issue. 

4.1  Comparing Frisian-Dutch, Limburgish-Dutch and Polish-Dutch children 
In our previous research, we addressed the question if cognitive benefits are also found for children who 
simultaneously learn a regional language and the national language (Blom et al., 2017). In this study, we 
compared Frisian-Dutch, Limburgish-Dutch and Polish-Dutch children, aged six and seven years, with a 
monolingual Dutch-speaking control group. In the first three groups, children were only included if at least 
one of their parents spoke the non-Dutch language with the child. The four groups did not differ in age, 
non-verbal intelligence, or gender. All children participated in two working memory tasks (verbal, visuo-
spatial) and two attention tasks (selective attention, interference control). A broad comparison of mono-
linguals versus the other three groups (constituting a group that consisted of children with diverse multi-
lingual experiences) showed that the monolingual group was outperformed by the combined, multilingual 
group on selective attention. More fine-grained analyses suggested that the positive effect in the combined 
group was carried by the children from Fryslân who performed significantly better than the Dutch mono-
linguals, and by a subgroup of Polish-Dutch children. This subgroup outperformed the Dutch monolinguals 
in the selective attention task, and consisted of children who were more proficient bilinguals, suggesting 
that a certain level of bilingualism is required for cognitive effects to surface (e.g., Blom et al., 2014; 
Videsott et al., 2012). The difference between the Limburgish-Dutch group and the Dutch monolinguals 
was in the expected direction, showing an advantage for the Limburgish children, but it did not reach 
statistical significance. 

These results point to subtle differences between regional language learners that affect cognitive 
development, in line with observations from colleagues who administered cognitive tasks to children 
learning regional languages in Cyprus, Sardinia, and Scotland (Antoniou et al., 2016; Garaffa et al., 2015; 
Lauchlan et al., 2012). Lauchlan and colleagues (2012) suggest that in their study the cognitive advantages 
found for Scottish-Gaelic children (also learning English), which were not replicated for the Sardinian 
children (also learning Italian), may be related to the fact that the Scottish-Gaelic children received formal 
education in the regional language, and, as a result, have a stronger level of bilingual proficiency. Some-
thing similar could hold for the Frisian children, who are taught Frisian for at least 1 hour per week, in 
contrast to the children in Limburg, where the regional language is not taught in schools. Also, although 
both Frisian and Limburgish are frequently mixed with Dutch (Muysken, 2000; Giesbers, 1986), there are 
some indications that there is more intense mixing of Limburgish and Dutch compared to Frisian and Dutch 
(Trieschnigg et al., 2015). Consequently, there could be a lower degree of separation between the languages 
and less need to control languages in the Limburgish context compared to the Frisian context, resulting in 
less cognitive ‘training’ in the Limburgish context compared to the Frisian one. 
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4.2  Continuous and longitudinal approach 
In their review about cognitive benefits of bilingualism, Poarch and Krott (2019: 6) write: “Against the 
backdrop of ever more non-homogeneous participant groups and the increasingly problematic distribution 
of individuals into dichotomous groups of purely monolinguals and bilinguals/multilinguals, the time may 
have come to disregard group designs.” Assigning regional language learners to groups is equally 
problematic, given the heterogeneity of their regional language experiences. Moreover, a gradual approach 
focused on within-group variation is also a way to overcome confounding variables such as cultural, social 
or educational differences that, when not taken into account, may invalidate conclusions based on 
comparisons between groups. Following such a gradual approach to investigate relationships between 
Frisian language experiences/proficiency and cognitive outcomes of children, Bosma et al. (2017) found 
that intensity of exposure to Frisian predicted selective attention: children with more exposure to and use 
of Frisian at home had better selective attention outcomes. The relationship was mediated by degree of 
bilingualism, in line with earlier findings suggesting that a certain level of bilingualism is required for any 
measurable cognitive effects (Barac & Bialystok, 2012; Blom et al., 2014; Blom et al., 2017).  

Bosma et al. (2017) also observed that the size of the effect of Frisian exposure on selective attention 
decreased with age. In this study, the children were tested three times with one year between each 
measurement. While the effect of Frisian exposure reached statistical significance at the first measurement 
when the children were five or six years old, it did not reach significance at the second and third 
measurement when the children were six or seven, respectively, and seven or eight years old. These findings 
from the Frisian context suggest that cognitive effects may vanish over time as a function of the multitude 
of factors impact on cognitive development. Conceivably, spending more time at school may have had a 
positive effect on the cognitive development of the children; for example, research suggests that classroom 
context and teacher-child interactions can improve children’s cognitive performance (Koskulu-Sancar et 
al., 2023; VandenBroucke et al., 2018). Such effects of schooling may accumulate and could become more 
prominent than the effects of Frisian exposure at home, explaining why the effect of Frisian exposure on 
the cognitive outcomes of children declined over time. 

5.  Conclusions and avenues for future research 
In this article, I reviewed previous research in the Netherlands with two groups of children who are regional 
language learners and who simultaneously acquire two closely related varieties, i.e., Frisian and Dutch and 
Limburgish and Dutch. Frisian and Limburgish children do not show any delays in their Dutch 
development, and even children who grow up in households that are predominantly Frisian or Limburgish 
do not differ in their Dutch vocabulary from their monolingual Dutch-speaking peers. These findings, which 
are based on samples of over a hundred children per group, do not support the idea that early and frequent 
exposure to a regional language presents a risk for learning the national language. Regarding their cognitive 
development, there is no evidence that Frisian and Limburgish children experience any negative effects of 
learning a regional language. If any cognitive effects are found, then these are positive and suggest that the 
regional language learners have a – small and temporary – selective attention advantage compared to their 
monolingual peers. All in all, these findings from the Netherlands refute a deficit view of regional language 
learners and debunk beliefs that exposure to and use of regional languages have a detrimental effect on 
children’s linguistic and cognitive development.  

Cognitive advantages are most prominent in children with a higher degree of regional language 
exposure at home. Substantial regional language exposure at home enables the children to develop into 
more balanced and proficient bilinguals; the Frisian data indeed suggest that bilingual proficiency explains 
why more regional language exposure at home predicts better selective attention. These findings resemble 
observations for other groups of minority language learners, including children with migration back-
grounds, which show that frequent exposure to and use of the minority language at home is needed for the 
minority language to develop alongside the societal language (De Houwer, 2007). Research with Polish-
Dutch and Turkish-Dutch children confirms that proficiency in the different languages, i.e., a sufficient 
level of bilingualism, is a prerequisite for positive cognitive effects (Blom et al., 2014; Blom et al., 2017). 
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In addition to the national language, we investigated children’s proficiency in the regional language. 
Previous research has found that a larger degree of cross-linguistic overlap helps Dutch-speaking children 
with low exposure to English to understand English words (Goriot et al., 2021). The same mechanism 
appeared to underlie the performance of Frisian children with low exposure to Frisian who showed a gradual 
cognate facilitation effect, performing most accurately on identical cognates and worst on non-cognates. In 
addition, both Frisian and Limburgish children showed sensitivity to cross-linguistic regularities between 
Dutch, on the one hand, and Frisian and Limburgish, on the other hand. Such regularities are especially 
helpful for children with low exposure to the regional language, as suggested by Frisian receptive 
vocabulary outcomes and Limburgish expressive vocabulary responses. 

Our research with regional language learners in the Netherlands addresses important questions, but it 
is also limited and thus merely a starting point for further investigations. A first avenue for future research 
concerns expanding the measures for capturing language outcomes. As Hoff (2020) points out, language 
skill is multifaceted. In our research we focused on vocabulary. In the Frisian context we investigated 
receptive vocabulary (in both Frisian and Dutch). In the Limburgish context we examined Dutch receptive 
vocabulary, and Limburgish expressive vocabulary. Future research should expand language measures 
according to traditional linguistic subfields (e.g., phonology, grammar, pragmatics), modality (receptive, 
expressive), or other indicators of proficiency (e.g., fluency, accuracy, complexity). 

A second avenue for future research concerns determining the optimal conditions for regional 
language learners to develop all their languages. Given that the national language is omnipresent, has 
prestige, and is the (main) language used at school, it may be the regional language that requires special 
attention (Bosma & Blom, 2020). Bosma and Blom (2020) found that reading activities in Frisian at home 
were linked to both vocabulary and grammar outcomes in Frisian, such that children raised in families 
where more reading activities in Frisian are undertaken, score better on Frisian vocabulary comprehension 
and production of inflectional morphology. Watching TV and storytelling did not have an impact. However, 
in this research, we investigated children's participation in book-reading, oral storytelling, and watching 
TV only globally. That is, we used parental retrospective report to measure how often children participated 
in these activities. To be better able to advise and support parents and caregivers who wish to transmit and 
maintain the regional language, it is important that future research looks more closely into qualitative 
aspects of the input that children receive, and how these impact on regional language proficiency. Such 
research could look at interactive, linguistic and conceptual dimensions of input quality (Rowe & Snow, 
2020). In addition, it would be important to consider the conceptualization of input quality in the context 
of regional languages (MacLeod & Demers, 2023). 

A third avenue for future research is looking at the mechanisms that underlie cognitive effects of 
regional language learning and use. Sufficient regional language proficiency is a prerequisite and is 
associated with exposure at home (Bosma & Blom, 2020), and, presumably, also with support at school 
(Lauchlan et al., 2012). In addition, it has been suggested that degree of separation between the languages 
is a relevant factor (Green & Abutalebi, 2013). Both in the Frisian and Limburgish context, code-mixing is 
frequent (Giesbers, 1986; Muysken, 2000), suggesting that there may be limited need to separate and 
control the languages. Yet, the need to exert language control might differ across the two contexts. Whether 
controlling languages is indeed more important in Fryslân, as we suggested, still needs to be verified. In 
addition, specific interaction settings may be more or less effortful. For example, it is more common to mix 
Dutch into Frisian than to mix Frisian into Dutch. As a consequence, Frisian language settings may require 
a lower level of control than Dutch language settings, which may have implications for cognitive effects. 
In previous research, we found some support for the hypothesis that mixing Frisian into Dutch is more 
effortful for children than the other way around (Bosma & Blom, 2019), but conclusions are limited by the 
measures and the design. More research is needed to allow the identification of causal pathways and for 
establishing to what extent needing to separate the regional and national language affects cognitive control, 
and/or whether cognitive control affects how well regional language learners are able to separate their 
languages.  
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